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Katy’s Last Apple
Cal went over it all again as she headed out 
to feed the sheep. There’s no question about 
digging a grave, she thought. That much is for 
sure. But, really, do I dig it now, while she’s 
still alive, or later, when the ground will be fro­
zen like a road. She frowned as she unlatched 
the gate and passed through the paddock.
Since it had turned cold, Cal had approached 
the barn more slowly each morning, holding her 
breath as she counted the heads that were always 
watching her no matter how quietly she approached.
Her eyes stopped on the shrunken old ewe lin­
gering in the shadows. “Kay-tee,” she called, wad­
ing through the others. “You, Snow White, Fay 
Wray,” she pointed at two startled-eyed sisters. 
“You wouldn't even be here if it weren’t for Katy.” 
As she knelt in the straw with the old sheep, the 
others regrouped by the hay rack, watching her 
closely while they waited for their hay.
She turned her back to them and reached for 
Katy’s white face, molding her hand to the knobby 
skull, and offering pieces of the apple she always 
brought now, running her hand through the thick, 
oily coat which left the warm smell of hay and 
sheep with her all day. “Well, old gull,” she mur­
mured. “There’s not much left now', is there?” At 
last she rose to feed the others, reassured that this 
was not the day she’d have to call in and tell them 
that she’d be coming in later.
The six in the barn were the last of a larger 
flock Cal had raised for ten years, and Katy had 
been with her from the start, a pure-bred Cheviot 
and the natural leader, even when there had been 
thirty big ewes and their wandering lambs. Cal 
hadn't been able to part with Katy when she’d 
moved from the old farm, and as attached as she 
was to the others, she’d taken them to keep Katy 
company; a sheep’s worst fear, she knew, other 
than being killed, is to be left alone. She had
appointed herself caretaker of these six until they 
died, and after them there’d be no more. No 
more lambs, no more auctions, no more butch­
ers. They were all retired.
And now Katy was the first to get ready to 
go. Cal hadn’t thought it would have happened 
so soon. She’d buried her share of dead lambs, 
but she’d never had any of her adult ewes die on 
her. She remembered once a cow dying next 
door, and the men had come with a backhoe to 
bury it. They said it wasn’t good to eat a cow 
that just died. It was better to kill it. She’d 
thought of at least keeping Katy’s old skin to 
remember her by, but she couldn’t picture bury­
ing her without it. Where Katy’s going, she told 
herself, she'll be needing it worse than I do.
Then the undug grave would return and she’d 
try to think of something else. Yes, she’d have 
to dig a hole, and it would have to be dug deep, 
so the dogs and coyotes couldn’t dig it up. But 
it hadn't seemed right to dig it before Katy died, 
though she’d only half believed the story her 
Uncle Stephen had once told her, about digging 
a grave for his old terrier, who had seen it right 
after it had been dug and absolutely refused to 
die afterward, preferring instead to rot alive, 
bursting, finally, like some furry watermelon left 
too long in the sun. No. it d idn’t seem right to 
dig a grave too soon.
Each morning a thicker frost painted the 
fields and still she did nothing, living between 
the anxious days that piled up around her. Cal 
stiffly maintained her daily routine, going to 
work, feeding the animals, lighting the fire, go­
ing to sleep, not once stopping to consider that 
she might be hoping to put off the endless pass­
ing of time with nothing more than dogged habit.
Soon she could not pass the sheep without 
feeling that Katy’s eyes were on her, either, she 
was sure, in a mute plea for relief, or with re-
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proach for not preparing the place she would go 
when she died, until Cal wanted to scream at 
Katy when she passed, “What do you want from 
me!” She started avoiding the sheep when she 
could, walking around the barn on her way to 
the wood pile, racing past them in her car when 
she went to work, but all the time she thought of 
the old girl, patiently waiting in the hard field 
for the last thing to happen.
It grew colder and Cal saw that Katy would 
really start suffering soon; there was no fat on her 
like the others, and her coat had stopped growing 
in the middle of the summer. For the first time she 
thought that maybe she'd have to have her killed, 
and she found herself hoping that Katy would just 
die. But she feared that she wouldn’t die until a 
grave was dug, and that if a grave was dug she 
wouldn't die, and then she’d have to kill her, and if 
she was going to kill her she'd better get a grave 
dug, and the ground was freezing, and this all went 
around and around inside her in the middle of the 
night, and when she had a chance she wondered 
how it was she’d never gotten any further in life 
than agonizing over an old sheep while the ground 
froze beneath her.
Finally, one day at the end of November Katy 
stopped eating. Until then she'd at least gone 
through the motions, bending her head to the 
dead grass like the others, snuffling a few pel­
lets of grain from Cal's hand. All she really 
showed enthusiasm for were the apples Cal 
would bring her, grinding them to pulp with her 
worn-out teeth while Cal fended off the others. 
And then one day she refused the apple.
The next day was a raw Saturday and Cal 
spent the morning around the barn, banging 
down a few loose nails she had noticed and rak­
ing out the damp floor. But most of the time she 
just watched Katy, fearing that she wouldn’t be 
there to watch much longer.
It seemed to her that there had never been a 
time when she couldn’t look out a window and 
see Katy outside, her head lowered to the grass
like the others, but a little apart, as the flock 
ebbed around the fields in a ragged tide. She 
wondered who would step forward when Katy 
was gone, how it would be decided. There 
wasn’t really much for the leader of a backyard 
flock to do anyway, she thought; though, every 
once in a while a neighbor’s dog would get in 
and run them around for a while, until Katy 
would take a stand, stamping her hoof like an 
old warrior’s spear. She remembered the sum­
mer they’d dug a new foundation behind the old 
barn, and Katy would rush to the fence every 
morning when the backhoe went by, ears for­
ward, stamping a challenge to that roaring yel­
low monster until it retreated. Who would do 
that now .,
Katy ambled over to her, sighing as she low­
ered herself near Cal’s feet, gazing after the oth­
ers w ith  the h a l f -c lo sed  eyes  o f  an old 
tribeswoman, content with her accomplishments 
and pleased at last that there is nothing more she 
has to do but wait for the end.
The next morning Cal put an apple in her 
pocket and went out to the barn. This time, only 
five heads turned toward her as she peeked in­
side. She could see Katy’s huddled body in the 
shadows at the back of the barn. Sure, she's only 
sleeping, she told herself, unlatching the gate 
slowly, holding back from racing to her. The 
other sheep didn't crowd her as usual when she 
stepped in, but darted from her in tight circles, 
veering away from the still body while Cal knelt 
down beside her. She placed one hand on the 
sheep’s protruding, half-closed eye, smoothing 
the short white wool with the other. The grainy 
dust that the other sheep had kicked up slowly 
filtered down. She had always thought she would 
cry when Katy died; she took a breath and tried 
to close Katy's upturned eye. Behind her, the 
sheep rustled anxiously in the straw, waiting to 
be fed.
Her tears didn't come until later, when she 
carried out a tattered quilt her grandmother had
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made her when she’d been a girl. Katy really 
wasn’t going to be there anymore, she realized— 
one of them wasn’t going to be there. She wiped 
her eyes and chased the sheep out of the barn, 
carefully spreading the quilt in the straw beside 
Katy. Like a picnic, she thought, her breath 
steaming in the dank barn. Her plan was to roll 
Katy onto the blanket and then drag her into a 
cart and take her to the woods. She didn’t want 
to ask anyone to help. She wanted to do this her 
own way.
She winced when she stuck her hands under 
Katy to roll her over— as cold as the day was, 
her body was still warm under there. Cal closed 
her eyes and flipped her, pulling her by the stiff 
legs onto the quilt. She marched into the other 
room to find the cart and shovel.
Cal stumbled out to the woods that afternoon, 
wondering what a good place to dig a grave 
would look like. She tried digging under the 
huge white pine, but wherever she started, the 
roots were too thick. Slowly she gravitated to 
an open bed of moss. Cozy enough to lie on, 
she thought, kicking her shovel into the soft 
earth. In a short time she had dug a rectangular 
pit in the loose topsoil, slowing down at the next 
layer of dense gray clay. As she took her coat 
off, she looked back at Katy lying on the cart; 
she turned quickly back to the hole, redoubling 
her efforts through a haze of tears. When the 
hole grew deep enough, she dropped down in­
side, flinching as her back pressed against the 
cold clay. The clay grew harder the deeper she 
dug. Her hands began to ache and she repeat­
edly banged her elbows against the steep walls. 
There were few rocks, but the clay became so 
dense that she gripped the shovel down near the 
blade and scratched the walls out, flinging her 
long hair from her face as she bent and gathered 
the icy shavings in her bare hands, tossing them 
out as neatly as if she were scraping her own
dirty oven. Finally, she could dig no deeper. A 
fine mist had gathered among the branches above 
her when she pulled he rse lf  out, b rea th ing  
heavily, not bothering to wipe the mud from her 
hands. She leaned on her shovel, gazing down 
at the hole, judging its depth and neatness, not 
thinking of what she had dug it for, until she 
realized that the woods were slowly growing 
darker.
She put on her coat and turned at last to Katy. 
“You’ve waited patiently all this time,” she said. 
“Just like you always did.” She pulled the cart 
up to the hole. The hole looked deeper now, too 
deep to put anything in but the dirt that had come 
out of it. She leaned over and grabbed the quilt, 
dragging Katy from the cart, the sheep's pulpy 
organs groaning as she hit the ground. Then Cal 
rolled her into the hole.
Katy landed on her side, as she had Iain on 
the barn floor that morning, the quilt wrapped 
around her shoulders like a shawl. Cal stopped 
before filling the dirt back in, bending to tear 
some ferns to drop over Katy’s body. Like palm 
fronds, she thought. Then she remembered the 
apple, still in her pocket from that morning. She 
trembled as she reached down and placed the 
apple next to Katy’s head, where she could find 
it if she ever needed it. The red apple looked 
out of place in the dark hole.
The tears came when the first heavy earth 
thumped down on K aty ’s body; she hadn 't  
thought that filling the grave would be harder 
than digging it. She bent and tossed the next 
shovelful down, and the next, avoiding the calm 
white face as long as she could, not daring to 
stop until a broad mound marked the place where 
Katy was buried.
It was almost dark when she scraped the heavy 
clay from the shovel and turned back to the house. 
It was just about time to feed the sheep.
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